abandonment of the migratory strategy appears unlikely over the medium term. Another remaining question is why migratory females have lower fecundity than resident ones, despite similar preconception fat levels. Rather than being a fixed response to fat reserves, conception may be part of a reproductive strategy that takes into account multiple environmental variables. Elk may be more likely to reproduce when the cost of reproduction is compensated by its expected benefits, which may differ for migratory and resident females independently of autumn fat levels.
What happens in Yellowstone matters. Research conducted there has implications for conservation policy in and near other large protected areas. The Forum focuses on how spatial and temporal variability of human influences affect the dynamics of migratory and nonmigratory elk, and by extension the functioning of the GYE. It sheds light on the unpredictability of short-term ecological consequences of reintroducing large predators, a practice that is both controversial and highly jurisdictionalized. Similarly to genetic pollution or exotic species, however, reintroduced predators do not respect jurisdictional boundaries. In the GYE, elk demography appears mostly affected by changes in recruitment rather than in adult survival. Although bears are more important than wolves as calf predators, attention in the popular press is focused on wolves.
Faced with multiple interacting variables, scientists normally proceed by experiment. Unfortunately, calls for controlled experiments in the GYE are akin to calls for controlled experiments in planetary climate: They are not going to happen. Alternative approaches to understanding this system include long-term monitoring of the consequences of spatial and temporal changes in management strategies and judicious application of experiments performed on simpler systems to provide theory and predictions.
Short time series will provide neither reliable interpretations of what drives elk population dynamics nor solutions to the many real or perceived economic and social problems related to large mammals in the GYE. Although much of the Forum discussion is centered on what we are not sure about, it is encouraging that much ongoing research in the GYE can count on a long time series of ecological variables. Continuation of ongoing research programs, and more ''long-term thinking'' by both ecologists and managers, is required to understand this ecosystem and minimize the impacts of both climate change and conflicting jurisdictional mandates.
